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NEW MEXICO IN TRANSITION
By

ARNOLD L. RODRIGUEZ, 0. F. M.

CHAPTER III
Cultural Development.
greatest obstacles to the progress of culture
in New Mexico was the lack of facilities for formal education. The few schools conducted under the auspices of the
Catholic Church proved quite successful in teaching the catechism to children and how to read and write. 1 But, with the
exception of the school conducted by Father Antonio Jose
Martinez in Taos, where there was some instruction in theology, these schools seldom taught anything else. The few
public schools in the region were in a worse condition and
their existence was always precarious. Being dependent
upon the public treasury, which was never well-off, they
often opened and closed, depending upon the amount of
funds available for educational purposes.
This sad state of education aroused considerable comment among the Anglo-American residents. One of them,
Josiah Gregg, remarked that there was "no part of the
civilized globe where the arts had been so much neglected
and the progress of science so successfully impeded as in
New Mexico." 2 As early as 1832, Antonio Barreiro had complained to the Mexican authorities that the schools of New
Mexico were in a woeful state, and he attributed this condition to the lack of interest on the part of the government. 3
The lower classes of society were especially blighted. William W. H. Davis wrote that the average of intelligence
among the peons was lower than that of the Negro slaves in
the Southern States. 4 Referring to the census of 1850, he ob-
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1. Gregg, op. cit., I, 196.
2. Ibid.
3. Barreiro, op. cit., p. 29.
4. Davis, El Gringo, p. 98. One has to be cautious in accepting the statistics of
Davis. It should be borne in mind that contemporary newspapers, notably the Santa
Fe Weekly Gazette, were vehement in their attacks of El Gringo upon its publication.
Their general criticism was that the book conveyed the wrong impression of New
Mexicans.
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served that at that time, out of a New Mexican population
of 61,549 there were 25,089 adults unable to read and write;
at the same time only 466 children were attending school. 5
In 1854, insofar as illiteracy was concerned, the editor of
the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette stated that the United States
marshal, in summoning the jurors for the district court, had
found that in some counties nearly every juror could write
his own name and that the average for the whole Territory
who could write, was about fifty per cent. The jurors, the
editor added, were selected at random, without any consideration for their ability to read and write. 6
Governor William Carr Lane, while regretting the sad
state of education, found many features of New Mexican
customs to compensate for this, and regretted the effects of
American "progress." He said·:
I do not advise them [the Mexican people] to change any of, their
beneficial or praiseworthy customs, nor do I advise them to forget their
parent stock, and the proud recollections that cluster around Castilian
history. I do not advise them to disuse their beautiful language, to lay
aside their dignified manners and punctilious attention to the proprieties of social life, and I sincerely hope that the profound deference that
is now paid to age by the young will undergo no change .... True it
is, that the Mexican people have been always noted for their distinguished manners and Christian customs, it is only to be regretted to
see that some of their good usages are disappearing little by little
before what is called progress in our days.7

Prior to the Mexican period, education in New Mexico
was limited to the Indian mission schools of the Franciscan
friars, chiefly on the elementary level, and to the educational
influence exerted by them through their sermons and con5. Davis. Message, p. 10. This was considered the highest number of illiterates
in a United States Territory at the time. Oregon, with a population of 13,294, had
only 162 adults who could not read or write. Utah, whose population was about
11,380, had only 154 illiterates. During the Mexican period illiterates had even been
admitted as legislators, for in 1837 two members of the first department Junta could
not read or write. Ibid.; Bloom, op. cit., II (July, 1914), 13.
6. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, June 17, 1854. Sixteen years later this percentage
of illiteracy was about the same as in 1854, according to Representative Frederick H.
Teese. Referring to the census of 1870, he stated that New Mexico had a population
of 91,874, of whom 48,836 of ten years 'of age and over could not read. Congressional
Record, 44 Cong., 1 Sess., June 15, 1876, pp. 3826-3827.
7. Journal of the Hon. Council of the Territory of New Mexico, 1 Legislative
Assembly, 2 Sess., December 7, 1852, p. 86.
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tacts with the people. 8 During the Mexican administration
several of the diocesan clergy took an active part in educating New Mexican youth. About 1826 Father Antonio Jose
Martinez opened a primary school at Taos, his native town.
This school functioned for more than twenty years, and for
a time it served as a seminary where future prfests of New
Mexico received their training. 9 In Santa Fe Father Agustin
Fernandez also established a primary school. Other priests
engaged in education in the decade .of the eighteen thirties
were Fathers Jose F. Leyva, who conducted a primary school
at Bado, and Juan Rafael Rascon, vicar general of Santa Fe,
who established an elementary and secondary school in his
own home. In charge of the latter school was Guadalupe
Miranda, a capable and energetic young layman, whose efforts in teaching Spanish, Latin, and philosophy were lauded
before the Mexican Congress. 10
Education received the greatest impetus with the arrival,
in the summer of 1851, of the first Vicar Apostolic of New
Mexico, John Baptist Lamy. Appalled by the poor educational facilities in the region, Lamy's first concern was to
provide education for the youth. In the spring of 1852 he
opened a school for boys and girls near the parish church
in Santa Fe; two years later this school numbered almost
.one hundred pupils.U Also of special significance to education in New Mexico was the arrival in Santa Fe, on September 26, 1852, of the Sisters of Loretto at the Foot of the
Cross, from Loretto, Kentucky. Lamy's interest in education
did not cease with the establishment of a parochial school.
He was fully cognizant of the need for training girls. This
interest in the education of girls is clearly portrayed by one
of his contemporaries. In a letter to his sister in France,
Father Joseph Machebeuf, pastor at Pefia Blanca, wrote in
1852:
As the source of evil here is the profound ignorance of the people,
8. France V. Scholes, "Civil Government and Society in New Mexico in the
Seventeenth Century," New Mexico Historical Review, X (April, 1935), 100.
9. Henry R. Wagner, "New Mexico Spanish Press," New Mexico Historical Revie_w, XII (January, 1937), 4-5; Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, June 17, 1854.
10. Barreiro, op. cit., pp. 28-29.
11. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, June 17, 1854.
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the first necessity must be instruction, and for this we need Christian
schools for the youth of both sexes, but especially for young girls. The
means of forming them to virtue, and to good example, which is rare
in New Mexico, is the establishment of religious houses conducted by
persons devoted to their calling, and filled with the spirit of selfsacrifice. To this end the Bishop has already opened a school for boys
in our house, and he has knocked at many doors in the United States
to secure sisters for the girls ....12

The Sisters assumed charge of the parochial school and
in 1853, scarcely a year after its founding, it elicited much·
praise from the Weekly Gazette when it published a description of the public celebration prepared by the pupils on June
24 to mark Bishop Lamy's birthday. The boys and girls declaimed in Spanish and English before a select audience
which included their proud parents and the leading civic
and ecclesiastical officials of the capital. The oratorical part
was followed by a musicale in which some .of the children
sang French songs. The editor had a word of praise for the
bishop, whose zeal in the cause of education was widely
known and was beginning to bear fruit; also for the Sisters
of Loretto who conducted the school, and last but not least
for the pupils who manifested rapid progress in learning.H
On January 1, 1853, the Sisters opened the Academy of
Our Lady of Light in Santa Fe, the first Catholic school for
girls in the Territory. 14 The establishment of this institution resulted in a marked improvement in the training of
girls. Previously their education had been almost universally
neglected. 15 Now within a short time there were many
women in Santa Fe who not only could read and write, but
were also accomplished in other ways. 16
On August 20, 1855, fifty pupils of the Academy, aged
five to eighteen years, took part in literary exercises, which
illustrated the rapid progress that was being made. Among
12. Quoted by Sister M. Lilliana Owens, "Our Lady of Light Academy," New
Mezico Historical Review, XIII (April, 1938), 130-131.
13. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, June 25, 1853.
14. In November, 1852, the Sisters accepted the first two pupils. They were two
little girls whose mother had died recently. On accepting them as boarders, Bishop
Lamy is reported to have remarked to the superior, Mother Magdalene, "It is well
to begin with an act of charity." Owens, op. cit., p. 136.
15. Davis, El Gringo, p. 194 ; Gregg, op. cit., I, 199.
16. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, June 17, 1854.
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the guests present were the Bishop, the governor and the
secretary of the Territory, military officials and other prominent citizens. On this occasion Lamy presented prizes to
several pupils for embroidery, music, arithmetic, geography,
and other branches of learning. The Weekly Gazette devoted
much space to this event, and said in part: ". . .. the pieces
spoken were generally delivered with spirit; and in them,
as also the dialogues, the pupils acquitted themselves with
much credit. In addition to the music by the pupils, 'the Sisters sang, with piano accompaniment, a few old songs in the
most delightful manner.... " 17 And speaking of the exhibition of embroidery, held in connection with the literary exercises, the editor remarked that this "in particular, was exceedingly well done, and some of it equalled anything of
the kind we had ever seen at the seminaries in the States;
and demonstrated, that in this species of handiwork, the
young ladies of New Mexico, with a little more practice,
will not be behind their sisters in other parts of the Union." 1 ~
Schools for boys were slower in being organized. In
1856, Father Andres de Jesus Camacho announced the opening of a primary and secondary school for boys in Santa Fe,
but the project was short-lived. 19 In 1859 Bishop Lamy secured the Christian Brothers for his diocese. The first four
arrived in Santa Fe from France in October of that year,
and the following month they opened an elementary boarding school which later became known as St. Michael's College.20 From its earliest years this school has enjoyed great
prestige among the institutions of learning in the State.
The Protestant churches also made attempts to establish
schools, but for a long time these efforts met with little success. This, one author stated, was due to the opposition of
Catholic priests, who refused to permit Catholic children to
attend Protestant schools. 21 The Rev. Henry W. Read, a
Ibid., September 8, 1855.
Ibid.
Ibid., January 12, 1856.
20. James H. Defouri, Historical Sketch of the Catholic Church in New Mexico
(San Francisco : McCormick Brothers, 1887), pp. 50-52.
21. Antonio Joseph, Admis6n de Nuevo Mexico (New York: lmprenta El Poligloto, 1888), p. 30.
17.
18.
19.
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Baptist minister, opened a school for boys and girls in Santa
Fe in July, 1849. 22 In 1852 another Baptist minister, Samuel
Gorman, inaugurated a school for Indian children at Laguna. 23 Abandoning his Indian mission and school in March,
1859, Gorman moved to Santa Fe where he made another attempt at conducting a school. 24 His class here consisted of
about sixty pupils, aged five to twenty-five years. He also
held evening classes in Spanish. Early in April, 1862, this
school closed and Gorman moved to Canton, Ohio. 25
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, prior to the
American occupation there were few public schools. On
April 27, 1822, the Provincial Deputation passed an act requiring the formation of primary schools, but as its execution was left to the discretion of the town councils whose
treasuries were usually low, little was actually done. In 1831
the teacher of the only public school in Santa Fe, who also
acted in the capacity of superintendent of schools for the
region, complained that the various town mayors and councils showed little co-operation iri assembling the children for
classes, and he urged that the parents be fined for refusing
to send their children to school. 26 To improve this situation,
Governor Albino Perez re-organized an educational system
in 1836. Regretting the number of children out of school,
exposed to all kinds of vices, he proposed two more schools
. for Santa Fe, to be supported by the parents and attended
by all children, five to twelve years old. Those above twelve
were required to become apprentices at some trade. Parents
who failed to comply with these regulations were to be
fined "from one to five pesos, according to their means, in
the first, double in the second, and triple in the third, and
those who are still recalcitrant, and those who cannot pay
the fine, shall be punished by law with three days arrest,
doubling this punishment in the same way as the pecuniary
22. Ralph Emerson Twitchell, Leading Facts of New Mexican History (2 vols.,
Cedar Rapids: Torch Press, 1911-1912), II, 350.
23. Old Santa Fe, I (January, 1914), 319.
24. Ibid., pp. 321-323.
25. Ibid.
26. Bloom, op. cit., I (January, 1914), 274.
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one." 27 About the year 1834 there were only six public
schools in the entire region, and the combined salary of the
teachers was 1,850 pesos. 28 Good teachers were occasionally
introduced from Mexico and even from England. 29 But with
school finances low, and teachers' salaries in arrears, there
was little material incentive to teach in New Mexico.
The hope was often expressed that under the American
form of government the deplorable state of education might
improve. The Kearny Code heightened this expectation. It
provided that "Schools and means of education shall be forever encouraged in the territory. One or more schools shall
be established in each village as soon as practicable, where
the poor shall be educated free of charge." 30 But there was
more wishful thinking in these words than their author may
have cared to admit. One of the greatest handicaps was the
lack of funds. On March 26, 1847, the city council at Santa
Fe found itself without money to continue public education.
The following year Governor Donaciano Vigil informed the
first New Mexico legislature that there existed but one
public school in the whole Territory, located in Santa Fe, and
employing one teacher. 31
That the people were fully conscious of the need for
schools and were desirous that the need be filled is apparent
from the resolutions of the First Territorial Convention of
October, 1848. That body urged upon Congress the need of
establishing a public fund for the education of the people.
For, they said, "we have neither the means nor any adopted
plan by government for the education of the rising generation."32 The Federal Government, unacquainted with the
geography of New Mexico, responded by assigning the sixteenth and the thirty-sixth sections in each township as
27. Twitchell, o;p. cit., II, 58.
28. Pino, op. cit., p. 62.
29. L. Bradford Prince, A Concise History of New Mexico (Cedar Rapids: Torch
Press, 1912), p. 253.
30. Laws of New Mexico, 1846; Art. V, Sec. 4.
31. Prince, A Concise History of New Mexico, p. 253. Despite these financial
limitations, it is interesting to note that some discussed the possibility of founding a
university. Laws passed by the General Assembly of the Territory of New Mexico in
the Session of December, 1847 (Santa Fe: Hovey and Davis, 1848), pp. 23-31.
W. H. H. Allison, ed., "Santa Fe in 1846," Old Santa Fe, II (April, 1915),
403.

32.
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sources of revenue for the schools. James S. Calhoun, the
first territorial governor, complained that this grant was
inadequate for the needs of the region, and he added:
The singular topography of New Mexico is not well understood
abroad .... So soon as Congress becomes more intimately acquainted
with the peculiar formation of the surface of this Territory, and ascertains the fact that a vast majority of its area is covered with inaccessible and rugged mountains, perhaps wholly valueless .... other
provisions will be substituted or added to this well purposed grant
••• ,33

Succeeding governors continued to press Congress for
an appropriation of money for the establishment of schools
with little success. In the meantime, the territorial legislature attempted to raise a school fund by imposing a poll tax
of one dollar and fifty cents on each adult citizen. 34 Having
failed in this also, the legislature levied a property tax for
the support of education. But when the proposal wa,__s__r_eferred to the people on March 31, 1856, out of a popular vote
of 5,053 only thirty-seven men voted in favor of the tax. 35
Public education made slow progress, and the United States
census of 186Q showed that New Mexico had only seventeen
public schools, with a total enrollment of 235 pupils. 36
A contemporary has left an amusing and revealing account of a typical school of that period. The building was
usually an adobe structure, consisting of a single room with
a door, a window, and a dirt floor. In one corner was a fireplace and along the walls were the school benches. As many
boys as could be accommodated attended classes, regardless
of grade. School began at sunrise and continued until sunset, with one hour off for lunch and no time out for recess.
Every morning class began with a hymn, after which the
pupils marched to the fireplace to deposit two sticks of wood
brought from home for the fire of the day. The boys then
lined up and, one by one, approached the schoolmaster and
33. Journal of the Hon. Council of the Territory of New Mexico, 1 Legislative
Assembly, 1 Sess., June 2, 1851, pp, 90-91.
.
34. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, January 8, 1853.
35. Davis, El Gringo, p. 195.
36. Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, III, 506.
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asked for his blessing. The rules of the school also required
that on going to or from classes, the boys ask the blessing
of any elder they met in the street. Taking his hat off, the
pupil would say, "Your blessing, sir (madam)." This custom was aimed at producing in the boy greater respect for
his elders.
Since there were no textbooks, the readers were mostly
story books which the pupils found at home. When ready
to take up penmanship, the schoolmaster would ask the
pupils to bring a small table from home, a piece of parchment, a quill, and ink. When the pupil had learned to read
a book and to write, he was ready to read en carta-that is,
learn to read various handwritings. For this purpose he
would bring to school any family letter he could find and
would study their penmanship and contents. 37
Notwithstanding the absence of educational facilities,
people of culture and refinement were not lacking in the region. Many of the more wealthy families sent their sons to
colleges and universities outside New Mexico, especially to
Mexico City, St. Louis, Missouri, and even to private schools
in New York City. 38 Some youths could speak French and
English fluently, their proficiency in the latter language
proving particularly useful in dealing with the Americans
after 1846. 39 After the American occupation, a few sociallyprominent New Mexican families periodically visited eastern cities, such as Washington, D. C., Philadelphia, and New
York, and on those occasions they moved about in the highest
official circles. 4 o
There were few professional men during the period of
Mexican occupation, 1821-1846. As far as is known, the only
trained lawyer in the region during that time was Antonio
Barreiro, who served as representative in the Mexican Congress. This condition was remedied to some extent after the
arrival of the Americans in 1846. Several lawyers took up
37. Antonio Lucero, "Early School Days in New Mexico," Old Santa Fe, II
(October, 1914), 200-205.
38. House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 41, p. 482; W. H. H. Allison,
"Colonel Francisco Perea," Old Santa Fe, I (October, 1913), 212-214.
39. Allison, ibid., p. 213.
40. Ibid., pp. 214-221.
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residence in the Territory and at least one of them, Judge
Kirby Benedict, became outstanding for his wise decisions,
his learning, and his deep interest in cultural affairs. A
man of fine literary tastes, Benedict was one of the first
members of the Historical Society of New Mexico, organized
in 1859. 41
As may be expected in a frontier society, literary productions during this period were few in number. Manuel Alvarez, a Santa Fe· scholar and a keen observer of national
and world affairs, is said to have contributed articles to a
periodical in Madrid, Spain. 42 In 1832, Antonio Barreiro
published his valuable Ojeada sobre Nuevo Mexico, dealing
particularly with the natural resources of the land. Father
Antonio J. Martinez, of Taos, wrote and published textbooks
for his school, as well as prayer books. His Cuaderno de ortografia, published iri 1834, is considered today the earliest
known specimen of New Mexico printing. 43
There were no polished poets in New Mexico, but cantadores (troubadours) existed and· were held in high esteem
among the people of all classes. Descendants of the old
troubadours in Spain, these popular poets were in constant
demand to compose, recite or sing their versos (octosyllabic
quatrains) or romances tradicionales (popular ballads) at
baptisms, weddings, and other social events. Some of these
ballads and versos were introduced from Spain and remained almost as they were sung in the time of Cervantes,
but many of them were composed in New Mexico. They were
usually sung to the accompaniment of a guitar and expressed
the feelings, ideas, and philosophy of the people. Among .
the common people of Spanish descent, traditional ballads,
41. In an article entitled "Kirby Benedict," which appeared in Old Santa Fe (vol
I, July, 1913, p. 50), it was stated that "Kirby Benedict was the first president of
the Historical Society of New Mexico." This error is rectified by Lansing B. Bloom
in "Historical Society Minutes, 1859-1863," New Mexico Historical Review, XVIII
(July, 1943), 252-253.
42. W. H. H. Allison, ed., "Santa Fe as it Appeared during the Winter of the
Years 1837 and 1838," Old Santa Fe, II (October, 1914), 182.
43. Douglas G. McMurtrie, The Beginning of Printing in New Mexico, Jesus
Maria Baca, the First New Mexico Printer (Chicago: Printed Privately, 1932), p. 3;
Antonio J. Martinez~ Discurso politico sobre lo importante y necesario de que el hombre este instruido en sus deberes (Taos: lmprenta del Presbitero Antonio Jose Martinez, 1839); passim.
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folk tales, proverbs, and religious poems were a living force
in popular oral tradition. 44
In the eighteen fifties there were a number of Catholic
priests in the Territory who attracted the attention of the
Americans by their wide learning and refinement. Many of
them took an active part in the cultural growth of the region. Bishop Lamy, for example, was among the first mem-:-.
hers and patrons of the Historical Society of New Mexico. 45
Of the Italian Franciscan, Fr. Donato Rogieri, who traveled
to New Mexico by stage coach in 1853, William W, H. Davis,
who later became Secretary of the Territory, states:
He was a man of learning and extensive travel, having been five
years a missionary in the Holy Land, and had passed much time among
the Arabs, whose language he spoke with fluency. Though he and I
were far asunder in matters of religion, I could not but have some
respect for the faith he professes, and for which he sacrifices all .the
charms of life, and buries himself from the world in the middle of
the continent. We may speak about the tenets of the Romish Church,
but we must unite in giving the priesthood credit for great self-denial,
and meek forbearance with all the triais that beset them in their
lonely path through life.46

One of the principal drawbacks to the advancement of
learning and culture in New Mexico was the lack of books
and periodicals. Except for the books brought by the clergy
and the government officials for their personal use, there
were few books in the region up to the time of the introduction of the printing press in 1834. In the eighteenth century
the textbooks used in Franciscan schools came with the
school supplies that were sent from Mexico City every three
years. But with the end of the mission era and of Spanish
rule this practice was stopped.
As regards libraries, information is scant. There is no
mention of a public library or bookseller in the region. In
44. Aurelio M. Espinosa, "Spanish Folk-lore in New Mexico," New Mexico Historical Review, I (April, 1926), 146-151; Aurelio M. Espinosa, "New Mexican Spanish
Coplas Populares," Hispania, XVIII (May, 1935), 141; J. Manuel Espinosa, Spanish
Folic Tales of New Mexico (New York: G. E. Stechert & Co., 1937), passim.
45. Bloom, "Historical Society Minutes . . . . ," op. cit., pp. 252-253.
46. Davis, El Gringo, p. 21. Father Donato later laid the. foundation for the
cathedral of Tucson, Arizona, according to Defouri, op. cit., p. 61. What his status
was in the Franciscan order during this period is not clear.
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the eighteen fifties the territorial legislature had a library of
about 2,000 volumes, consisting chiefly of standard law
books. 47 In all probability, this was the largest library in the
Territory. Some wealthy families possessed their own collection of books, imported from Mexico and Spain, 48 and
the priests also had their own private libraries. As early
as the seventeenth century some of the Franciscan missions
and colonial governors had maintained small but select libraries.49 Bishop Lamy was also a bibliophile, and in his library he treasured a water-soaked volume which was all he
had saved of the many books he was taking to New Mexico
when shipwrecked in the Gulf of Mexico in 1851.5° We may
reasonably suspect that at Taos, where Father Martinez is
said to have conducted a seminary, there was a fairly good
library, at least of theological books. 51 Although there is an
occasional mention of collections of books among the common people, 52 such collections were more often an inheritance rather than a mark of culture.
Nevertheless, from the early decades of the nineteenth
century there were evidences of a lively interest on the part
of civic-minded persons in elevating the cultural standards
of the region. At least one contemporary lamented the absence of a printing press which would supply New Mexicans
with books and other printed items. As Barreiro observed
in 1832, there was not a single press in the region nor any
newspapers. 53 A public-spirited individual, Barreiro must
have worked fast to secure a press, for within two years
47. Davis, El Gringo, p. 46. The New Mexico legislature was either too poor or
little interested in books, for Davis remarks that it "refused to appropriate a few
dollars to pay the freight on books the general government [in Washington] had sent
out for the Territorial library, and which were allowed to remain in the hands of the
freighter, to be sold or destroyed." Davis shows much apprehension over this neglect,
and concludes by saying that "if this fact [is] known to Congress, it might deter that
body from donating any more books to the library of New Mexico." Ibid., p. 290.
48. Old Santa Fe, I (July, 1913), 77.
49. Eleanor B. Adams and France V. Scholes, "Books in New Mexico, 1598-1680,"
New Mexico Historical Review, XVII (July, 1942), 226-270; Eleanor B. Adams, "Two
Colonial New Mexico Libraries, 1706, 1776," New Mexico Historical Review, XIX
(April, .1944), 145-147.
50. Defouri, op. cit., p. 33.
51. Wagner, o;p. cit., pp. 4 fl'.
52. Old Santa Fe, I (July, 1913), p. 77.
53. Barreiro, op. cit., p. 29.
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one was functioning in Santa Fe. The first official record
of the existence of a press is a document which a certain
Ramon Abreu sent to the town council of Santa Fe on J anuary, 1834. With it he sent a file of a publication which he
called El Crepusculo de la libertad. He further mentioned
that he had established the printing shop in the city. 5 ~ Apparently, Abreu was applying for a license to operate the
printing establishment. On October 8, 1834, Barreiro sent
to the Deputaci6n Territorial (Territorial Legislature) a
file of a periodical of which he was the publisher. He did not
mention the name of the publication, but it may rightly be
assumed, as Douglas C. McMurtrie, an authority on early
printing in the United States observes, that it was the same
paper mentioned by Abreu. 55 The press, McMurtrie concludes, undoubtedly belonged to Abreu.
One of Barreiro's principal interests in the newspaper
was to secure his re-election as New Mexico's delegate to the
Mexican congress in 1834.56 After his election the paper
was discontinued. Of this publication Josiah Gregg wrote in
1844:
There has never been a single newspaper or periodical of any kind
published in New Mexico, except in the year 1834, when a foolscap
sheet (entitled El Crepusculo) was issued weekly, for about a month,
to the tune of fifty subscribers, and was then abandoned, partially
for want of patronage and partially because the editor had accomplished his object of procuring his election to Congress.57

To Father Martinez belongs the honor of having been
54. McMurtrie, op. cit., p. 3.
55. Douglas C. McMurtrie, "The History of Early Printing in New Mexico,"
New Me.,ico Historical Review, IV (October, 1929), 375.
56. Ibid.
57. Gregg, op. cit., I, 200-201. Some historians of New Mexico maintain that
Father Martinez published the first newspaper, at Taos. Among those that hold this
theory, the more notable are Bancroft, History of Arizona and New Me.,ico, p. 341;
Twitchell, Leading Facts of New Me.,ican History, II, 184-185; Prince, Historical
Sketches, p. 234, and A Concise History of New Me.,ico, p. 153; Pedro Sanchez, Memoria sobre la vida del presbitero Antonio Jose Martinez (Santa Fe: Compania Impresora del Nuevo Mexico, 1903), p. 29. This theory, according to McMurtrie, should
be rejected for two reasons: ( 1) Father Martinez does not mention it in his autobiographical sketch, Relacion de meritos, which he published in 1838, and ( 2) his
Cuaderno de ortografia was published in Santa Fe in 1834 when the press was cer"
tainly owned by RamOn AbreU, with JesUs Maria Baca as printer. Cf. McMurtrie, "The
History of Early Printing in New Mexico," op. cit., pp. 375-381.
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one of the first patrons of the press. As has been noted, his
Cuaderno de ortografia appeared in 1834. Upon the death of
Abreu, in August, 1837, he became the owner of the press,
transferring it to Taos, where he began publishing various
textbooks and devotional treatises, 58 now regarded as the
first books printed in New Mexico. 59 According to an unpublished biography of Father Martinez, by Santiago Valdez, the priest still owned the press when the American
troops occupied Santa Fe. When: General Kearny needed a
press in Santa Fe, Martinez lent it to him free of charge.
It was on this press that Kearny's Code of Laws was
printed. 60
In 1844 the second newspaper in New Mexico made its
appearance, La verdad, but it is not known who the owner
of the press was at that time. 61 On June 28, 18415, the first
issue of a political newspaper, El payo de Nuevo Mexico,
made its debut in Santa Fe. One notable feature of it was
its frank and fearless tone in criticizing certain government
abuses. For instance, the issue of August 9, 1845, carried
a caustic article complaining of government waste in maintaining unnecessary offices and employees while the common
laborers and farmers were overburdened with taxes. 62 In
1849 Ceran St. Vrain founded El Nuevo M exicano, with
weekly and daily editions. The first daily newspaper of the
Rocky Mountain region, it was succeeded about the year
1851 by the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette. 63
58. McMurtrie, The Beginning of Printing in New Me2:ico, p. 4.
59. Prince, A Concise History of New Mezico, p. 253.
60. Illinois Historical Records Survey, Inventory of American Imprints, No. 25,
Check List of New Mezico Imprints and Publications, 1784-1876 (Michigan Historical
Records Survey, 1942), pp. x-xi. An eyewitness remarks about the press: "With this
poor apology for a printing press and such worn type and indifferent ink, paper, and
other materials as chanced to be about the establishment the constitution and laws
of the Territory were published. As the Spanish language has no W, a difficulty presented itself in regard to the type, which was at length obviated by the substitution
of two Vs for one W. In this manner were the constitution and laws printed, both
in the Spanish and English languages in double column, placed in juxtaposition on
each page." Hughes, op. cit., p. 64.
61. McMurtrie, The Beginning of Printing in New Me2:ico, i;>. 4.
62. Douglas C. McMurtrie, El Payo de Nuevo Me2:ico (Albuquerque: Privately
printed, 1933), PP. 9-11.
63. Check List of New Me2:ico Imprints, p. xii. The Ga.zette was an Abolitionist
paper, and in 1856 it was the only newspaper published in the Territory. Santa Fe
Weekly Gazette, October 4, 1856.
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Although the people of New Mexico took little or no part
in civil affairs during the Mexican administration, they kept
abreast of national events through official reports or communiques called oficios. Though these oficios always arrived
several weeks late, they served to keep the people informed
of political matters. 64 Another means of information were
newspapers and pamphlets printed in Mexico. Particularly
popular in the region were the three Mexican newspapers,
El nuevo mundo, El gallo _pitag6rico, and El republicano.
From Spain came a few weekly periodicals. 65 As may be expected, these papers and periodicals had a very limited number of readers in New Mexico, and these were mostly residents of Santa Fe.
Outstanding among the literary and learned societies organized in the early part of the American period were the
Santa Fe Literary Club, and the Historical Society of New
Mexico. The former consisted of a group of citizens from
various walks of life eager to increase their own knowledge
by participating in discussions and debates. Founded about
1856, this literary club rapidly gained in popularity, and
judging from the comments of the local press, treated of a
-variety of topics of current interest. Of it the editor of the
Gazette wrote:
Although still in its infancy, this association has assumed a position and attained a point in the small space of two months which
similar institutions in the States might be proud to accomplish in the
same time. Essays have been delivered on such topics as, "Are the
Principles of the Know-Nothing Party conducive to the interests and
well-being of the United States?" and "Which is the greater incentive
to action, the hope of reward or the fear of punishment?"66

One of the first presidents of this club was a New Mexican,
Nicohis Quintana. 6 7
The Historical Society of New Mexico was founded on
64.

Bloom, ''New Mexico under Mexican Administration," op. cit., I (July, 1913),

16.
65. Allison, "Santa Fe as it Appeared during the Winter of the Years 1837 and
1838," op. cit., II (October, 1914), 179; House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 41,
p. 480; Hughes, op. cit., p. 64.
66. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, March 29, 1856.
67. Ibid., April 12, 1856.
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December 26, 1859, with Colonel John B. Grayson, an army
officer stationed in Santa Fe, as its first president. Bishop
Lamy encouraged the formation of this group and aided
it materially. He became a member of the society at the
first meeting, on January 30, 1860, and the first meetings
were held in a hall belonging to him. 68 The formation of this
historical society aroused so much interest, that when the
first meeting was held, the librarian, Winslow J. Howard,·
reported several donations of books, consisting of 156 bound
volumes, ninety-three pamphlets, and fifteen maps. 69
Dramatic presentations were popular among the New
Mexicans. Mainly of a religious character, dramatizing
some part of the Old or New Testament, these plays were
given in the public square of the town, especially on the
eve of an important religious feast. 70 They drew large
crowds, even in the small villages. John T. Hughes, an
American soldier, describes one performance at Peralta,
attended by about 1,500 persons. He says:
A comedy or some kind of theatrical exhibition . . . was being
performed by several ladies imd gentlemen on a stage erected in a
large piazza fronting the square. Everything was said in the Spanish
language, so that the Americans who were present (very few of whom
could speak in that tongue) were unable to appreciate the merits of
the play, or say whether it was original, or whether it was from Shakespeare or the Bible. The women were promiscously [sic] intermingled
with the men, and the music of instruments with the discharge of
rockets, made horrid discord. The pageant would have been imposing
had it been attended with order and solemnity.n

Some theatricals were based on the works of great Spanish
authors and playwrights. One writer stated that "some of
these were played with figures and images hung on strings,
to be moved about when required." 72 The American soldiers
stationed in Santa Fe gave added impetus to dramatics. In
November, 1846, they organizt!d a dramatic society among
themselves and, with the permission of Governor Charles
68. Bloom, "Historical Society Minutes •..• ," op. cit., pp. 252-253; 272; 247.
69. Ibid., p. 277.
70. Emory, op. cit., p. 42.
71. Hughes, op. cit., pp. 61-62.
72. Allison, "Santa Fe as it Appeared during the Winter of the Years 1837 and
1838," op. cit., p. 180.
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Bent, transformed the ballroom of the Governors' Palace
into a theatre in which to present their plays. 73
With regard to architecture, virtually every building
was constructed of adobe, and this precluded any effort at
architectural embellishment. About the only artistic decoration was in the woodwork. Porches, doors, and vigas were
often elaborately carved with various designs. Public edifices, such as churches and chapels, were usually tastefully
adorned. The military chapel in Santa Fe, La Castrense, had
an astonishingly beautiful reredos, carved of native stone. 74
The parish church in Santa Fe was apparently not as
artistic as the military chapel. In 1846, an American who
visited it, found it adorned with about fifty crosses, and "a
great number of the most miserable paintings and wax
figures, and looking glasses trimmed with pieces of tinsel." 75
A few notable paintings decorated some of the churches.
The military chapel, fo.r example, is said to have contained
a fine mural, 76 and even Indian pueblos at times could boast
of an exceptional painting. 77 In 1849 James H. Simpson
found a defaced painting in the Jemez chapel, but one which
still showed the "touches of a genuine artist." 78 Many artistic pieces were to be found in the humblest homes. In a
small town on the banks of the Rio Grande a man was reported to have had "some very old pictures, in large, oval
frames, that had once been beautifully gilded." 79 An American with some artistic taste remarked that
Scattered about throughout New Mexico, one frequently meets with
fine specimens of art, particularly oil paintings. These were sent
73. Prince, Historical Sketches of New Mexico, p. 245.
74. Pedro Tama~6n y Romeral, Demostraci6n del vastisimo obispado de la Nueva
Vizcayar--1765, Vol. VII of Biblioteca Hist6rica Mexicana de obras ineditas (Mexico:
Antigua Libreria Rob redo de Jose Porrua e Hiios, 1937), 336. In 1940 when Archbishop
Rudolph A. Gerken, of Santa Fe, erected the new parish church of Cristo Rey in that
city, this altar was moved there from the present cathedral.
75. Emory, op. cit., p. 34.
76. Edwards, op. cit., p. 47.
77. House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 41, p. 469.
78. James H. Simpson, Journal of a Military Reconnaissance from Santa Fe,
New Mexico, to the Navajo Country, Made with the Troops under Command of Brevet
Lieutenant Colonel John M. Washington, Chief of the Ninth Military Department, and
Governor of New Mexico, in 1849 (Philadelphia: Lippincott, Grambo & Co., 1852),
p. 20.
79. House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 41, p. 493.,
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over from old Spain; and, at one time, the Spaniards used to send over
fine workmen and artists to construct and adorn the churches. My
Spanish landlady has a fine picture of a female saint, that I have
endeavored to purchase from her; but she conceives that it represents the "virgen santissima." It has a dagger sticking in the heart;
this I called her attention to, but she could not be induced to part with
it. SO

Indians usually ornamented their chapels in their own fashion, depicting saints in a not too elaborate way, using bright
pigments of red, blue and yellow. 81

CHAPTER IV

The Church
The period from 1821 to 1860 was a critical one for the
Church in New Mexico. After over two centuries under the
rule of Spain, the region became a part of the empire and
later of the republic of Mexico. During the republic the
Mexican government was too engrossed in its political
struggles to devote attention to the frontier provinces.
Though New Mexico had made no positive contribution to
the movement for independence, and felt only slightly the
effects of war, it was, nevertheless, to suffer from the passing of the special relationship between Church and State,
which, in spite of its failings, had proved successful in times
past in spreading Christianity throughout Spanish America. The ·breaking of relations with Spain meant that no
longer would the New Mexico missions be financed by the
royal treasury, that the source of mission personnel would
be closed. To understand the true significance of the close
union of Church and State in the colonial period, and its
value to the Church in New Mexico, it is necessary to touch
upon the origin and nature of the patronato real, or royal
80.
81.

Ibid., p. 456. Obviously, it was a picture of Our Lady of the Seven Dolors.
Ibid., p. 469.
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patronage, whereby certain ecclesiastical powers were
granted to the Spanish crown. 1
Royal patronage as practised in Spain greatly influenced
the Church in America and set up the conditions under which
it was to evangelize the New World. The first important
document granting ecclesiastical powers in America to the
Spanish rulers was the bull Inter cetera, of Alexander VI
(May 4, 1493). By this bull the pope divided all new discoveries between the Spaniards and the Portuguese, and
imposed the moral obligations to Christianize the Indians
who might be found in those lands. The conversion of the
natives, then, became an obligation of the monarchs. But
the principal papal pronouncement giving the Spanish sovereigns the legal right to exercise jurisdiction over the
Church in America was the bull Universalis ecclesiae, of
Julius II (July 28, 1508). It confirmed previous concessions
to the kings and added new ones. The new "Patronage of
the Indies," as it became known, gave to the Spanish king
almost absolute jurisdiction over ecclesiastical affairs in
the New World. It was his right to present bishops, to erect
dioceses, and to name parish priests. Without his consent
no missionary could enter or leave his American domains. 2
In fairness to the monarchs, however, it must be admitted that they generally made a sincere effort to perform
their ecclesiastical duties well. Again and again in their
correspondence with the royal officials in New Spain the
kings made reference to the conversion of the Indians and
to the need of providing. for their spiritual care and direction. From the tithes which the popes had granted to the
Crown, and from the royal treasury, came the funds to
support the work of the missions and to erect churches and
1.

For a Jist of some of these rights and privileges see Antonio J oaqufn Riba-

deneyra, Manual compendia de el reoio patronato indiana, para su mds fdCil uso en

las materias conducentes ala prdctica (Madrid: Antonio Marin, 1755), pp. 43-50. See
also J. Lloyd Mecham, Church and State in Latin America (Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1934). p. 8; Arthur S. Aiton, "Ideas on the Church-State
Problem in Nineteenth Century Latin America," Catholic Historical Review, XXVIII
(January, 1943), 451.
2. Ribadeneyra, op. cit., p. 412; Juan de Sol6rzano, PoUtica indiana (Antwerp:
Henrico & Cornelio Verdussen, 1703), pp. 276-281.

286

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

monasteries. 3 Under this system of Church and State, the
soldier and the priest advanced together to new frontiers,
planting simultaneously the banner of Spain and the cross
of Christ. It is readily seen that, in spite of its shortcomings,
this system was especially advantageous to the progress of
religion in a remote frontier area such as New Mexico.
During and after the war of independence in Mexico,
there were clergymen, especially creoles and mestizos, who
displayed open opposition to the monopolistic and restrictive policy of the Spanish clergy. This feeling reverberated
in far-off New Mexico. For instance, the establishment of
the first college in the region, in 1826, came to naught because the clergy and the people of Santa Fe refused to tolerate a Spanish friar as its rector. 4 This antagonism had
been perceptible for a long time, and it partly explains the
espousal of the movement for independence on the part of
many Mexican priests. In their minds the struggle for political independence from Spain was inseparable from their
effort to acquire a certain amount of religious autonomy. 5
Having attained independence, the Mexican government
turned its attention to the re-organization of the Church.
In 1821 the Plan de Iguala declared that the Roman Catholic
Church would be the only one tolerated in the country and
assured the clergy of full protection of their rights. 6 At the
same time politicians began to agitate for the retention by
Mexico of the patronato rights. The enormous property of
the Church was a great temptation for them, and they longed
for the day when they could handle its revenue and, in general, use the Church for their own ends. On May 21, 1825,
Father Francisco P. Vasquez was sent as Mexican envoy
to the Vatican. He was instructed byhis government to obtain from the pope all the patronage rights which formerly
3. Luis Torres de Mendoza, ed., Colecci6n de documentos ineditos relativos a!
descubrimiento, conquista y oruanizaci6n de las antiguas posesiones espanolas en
America y Oceania (42 vols., Madrid: Imprenta de Frias y Cia., 1866), VI, 497 ff.
4. Bloom, "New Mexico under Mexican Rule," op. cit., I (January, 1914), 248.
5. Mariano Cuevas, Historia de la iglesia en Mexico (5 vols., 3rd ed., El Paso:
Revista Catolica, 1928), V, passim.
6. Mecham, op. cit., p. 56.
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belonged to Spain, among them the right to nominate bishops
to sees. Among the bishops whom the government wished to
appoint was one to serve as auxiliary for New Mexico. 7 But
Vasquez found the pope unyielding, 8 and as these negotiations reached an impasse, the Church in Mexico faced the
most critical period of its history. With the fall of Spanish
administration an alarming number of Spanish priests left
the country or were exiled. 9 The number of bishops also
diminished, either through death or exile, so that in 1829
not a single bishop remained in Mexico. For a Catholic nation the passing of the hierarchy was a serious blow. Many
of the clergy were lax and engaged in politics or became
associated with the Masonic lodges. At that critical point
Pope Gregory XVI took a firm stand. In spite of objections
on the part of Spain and Mexico, he issued a bull, Solicitudo
ecclesiarum (August, 1831), in which he informed both
nations that he intended to exercise his own spiritual functions in Mexico without any fear of consequences. That same
year he named bishops for various vacant sees in Mexico,
had envoy Vasquez consecrated in Rome and sent him off
to Mexico to consecrate other bishops and thus reestablish
the Mexican hierarchy. One of these first bishops was for
the long-vacant diocese of Durango, of which New Mexico
was a part. 10
In 1833 the new Bishop of Durango, Jose Antonio Zubiria, visited the missions of New Mexico and was shocked
at the sad state of affairs. It had been the policy of Spain
and of the Franciscans to rely upon the mother country for
vocations and for missionaries. When the Spaniards were
7. W. Eugene Shiels, "Church and State in the First Decade of Mexican Independence," Catholic Historical Review, XXVIII (July, 1942), 225. See Luis Medina
Ascencio, .. La Santa Sede y Ia emancipaci6n mexicana," Estudios Hist6ricos (Guada]a ..
jara), 1943-1945, passim.
8. J. M. March, "La exclusiva dada por Espana contra el Cardenal Guistiniani
en el conclave de 1830-1831, seglin despachos diplomaticos," Razon y Fe, XCVIII
(January, 1932), 55 ff.
9. By 1830 Mexico had lost 1,947 diocesan priests out of a total of 4,229 it had
in 1810 when the struggle for independence began. During the same period 1,726 religious priests and brothers left the country. Cf. Cuevas, op. cit., V, 175-176.
10. Shiels, op. cit., pp. 210, 227; Mecham, op. cit., p. 97; John Francis Bannon
and Peter Masten Dunne, Latin America: An Historical Survey (Milwaukee: Bruce
Publishing Co.), pp. 462 ff.; Cuevas, op. cit., V, 154-187.
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expelled from Mexico after independence, the native clergy
was insufficient to provide for the needs of the missions. In
New Mexico, for example, only two Franciscans remained
by 1828. They had taken the oath of allegiance to the new
government and were permitted to remain. The rest were
forced to abandon their missions.n Few diocesan priests
were attracted to the region, and these preferred to work
in the larger centers of population, such as Santa Fe, Albuquerque, and Santa Cruz. The Mexican government still
paid the salaries of missionaries, but few were willing to
take those positions. The New Mexico missions disappeared,
the Indians lapsed into the freer life of pagan days, and the
mission buildings deteriorated rapidly. Even in Santa Fe,
the center of religious life in the region, there were evidences
of religious decline. In 1833 Bishop Zubiria found a handsome parish church, several chapels, and about three private
oratories. But the church was so neglected that it was destitute of vestments for the celebration of Mass. Zubiria
pleaded with the faithful to provide funds for the purchase
of necessary vestments and furnishings. 12 In an effort to
ameliorate conditions, Father Juan Felipe Ortiz, a native
of Santa Fe, was appointed vicar general for New Mexico
in 1832. 13
The clergy in New Mexico reflected the general trend of
their colleagues south of the border. Many were affected
with liberalism, while others were so engrossed in politics
that they had little or no time for their parochial duties. 14
After 1836, when the Mexican constitution became law and
permitted free elections, several priests ran for public offices.
The first representative from :N"ew Mexico to the Mexican
congress in 1837 was Father Juan Felipe Ortiz, of Santa
Fe. 15 Other priests held various public offices and, as one
11. The Spaniards were expelled from Mexico in 1821. On December 19, 1833
the missions were secularized by GOmez Farias. Cuevas, op. cit., V, 196 ff.; Bloom,
"New Mexico under Mexican Rule," op. cit., II (January, 1914), 258.
12. Salpointe, op. cit., p. 165.
13. Ibid.
14. One of these liberals was Father Martinez, of Taos. Cf. Sanchez, op. cit.,
passim.
15. Bloom, "New Mexico under Mexican Rule," op. cit., II (July, 1914), 10.
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writer states, about half of the clergy of New Mexico served
the region as deputies or alternates in the Mexican Congress
at one time or another. 1 o
All this points to the fact that, as regards politics, New
Mexico had an articulate clergy. They took a deep interest
in. the government of the region and, to a certain extent,
their word was law with the people. This fact could not be
overlooked by the American government in its plans to send
a conquering expedition to New Mexico. Various diplomatic
gestures were made early in the war with Mexico to assure
the Catholics that the Americans had interest in their welfare and respect for their religion. Writing to General Zachary Taylor, on July 9, 1846, Secretary of War William L.
Marcy deplored the fact that the war was being represented
as a "war of 'impiety,' as if we were going to rob churches
and pull down altars." 17 To remove these misapprehensions
it was deemed advisable that priests accompany the Ameri:.
can army into New Mexico. In his instructions to Colonel
Stephen W. Kearny, who was to lead the armed forces into
that territory, Marcy said:
The President [James K. Polk] has been informed that much pain
has been taken to alarm the religious prejudices of the Mexican inhabitants of Santa Fe and its vicinity against the United States. He
.deems it important that their misapprehensions in this respect should
·be corrected, as far as it can be done; and, for that purpose, he has
caused arrangements to be made for a person of high character and
good repute in the Roman Catholic church to accompany your forces
in the expedition you are about to conduct to that place. You are
directed to receive and treat with respect and courtesy any person
who shall present h_imself to you with a letter of introduction from
Bishop Kenrick, of Missouri, the Rev. J. Vandervelde, or the Rev. J.
· Simon .... It is understood that the person who will be invited to attend you will understand and speak the Spanish language; and it is
hoped that he will, without departing from the path of his duties as
a clergyman, be useful in removing the false impressions of the ~exi
cans in relation to the United States and their objects in taking possession of ·New Mexico, and inducing them to confide in the assurance you will make that their religious institutions will be respected,
the property of the church protected, their worship undisturbed-in
16.
17.

Ibid., II (October, 1914), 135.
House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 60.
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fine, that all their religious rights will be in the amplest manner preserved to them.18

Kearny was also provided with a proclamation in Spanish which he was to make public after the fallof Santa Fe.
It read : The undersigned has instructions from his Government to respect the religious institutions of New Mexico, to
protect the property of the church, to cause the worship of
those belonging to it to be undisturbed, and their religious
rights in the amplest manner preserved to them. 19
That Kearny and his men carried out these instructions
very carefully and were always respectful toward religion
in New Mexico, is apparent from a careful study of the
period. In Las Vegas, New Mexico, Kearny had an opportunity to rehearse the pronunciamento he was to deliver in
the capital of New Mexico. Calling the inhabitants to the
plaza on August 15, 1846, he informed them that he had
come to take over the country in the name of the United
States and that henceforth they owed no allegiance to the
Mexican government. To sweeten this bitter pill, he added:
My government . . . will protect you in your religion. I know you
are all great Catholics; that some of your priests have told you all sorts
of stories-that we should ill-treat your women, and brand them on
the cheek as you do your mules on the hip. It is all false. My government respects your religion as much as the Protestant religion, and
allows each man to worship his Creator as his heart tells him is
best. Its laws protect the Catholic as well as the Protestant; the weak
as well as the strong; the poor as well as the rich. I am not a Catholic
myself-I was not brought up in that faith; but at .least one-third
of my army are Catholics, and I respect a good Catholic as much as a
good Protestant.20

Kearny then asked the town mayor and other officials to
take the oath of allegiance to the United States in the presence of all the people. This was done, as an eye-witness re18. Senate Rep. Com., 31 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 18,
Louis, Peter Richard Kenrick, failed to provide any
tion. George Rutledge Gibson, Journal of a Soldier
1846-1847, Vol. III of The Southwest Historical Series,
Arthur H. Clark Co., 1935), Introduction, 30.
19. House Exec. Docs., 80 Cong., 1 Sess., no. 60.
20. Emory, op. cit., pp. 27-28.

pp. 233-234. The Bishop of St.
priests to the Kearny expediunder Kearny and Doniphan,
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marks, "using the sacred cross instead of the Bible," 21 admittedly a more familiar object to the New Mexicans than
the Bible. This scene was reenacted on August 22, 1846,
after Kearny's army took over Santa Fe without firing a
single shot. On that day the Church in New Mexico entered
a new modus vivendi,' far different from what it had been
accustomed to. No longer would Catholicism be the established religion, for the Organic Law promulgated by Kearny
stated that
,
All men have a natural and indefeasible right to worship Almighty
God according to the dictates of their consciences; that no person
can ever be hurt, molested, or restrained in his religious profession,
if he does not disturb others in their religious worship, and that all
Christian churches shall be protected and none oppressed, and that
no person on account of his religious opinions shall be rendered ineligible to any office of honor, trust, or profit.22

In 1851 the laws of New Mexico further decreed that, "No
preference shall be given by law to any religious denomination; and it shall be the duty of the Legislature to enact
the necessary laws to protect equally all religious denominations, so that they may be undisturbed and secure in the
practice of their institutions." 23
Personal relations between the clergy and the Americans
were generally cordial. When reaching a town the officers
usually paid their respects to the parish priest first and then
proceeded with the business that engaged them. Regardless
of their religion, officers attended Mass and took part in
other services whenever possible. They were instructed to
show every mark of respect to the religious observances of
the country and not to decline participation in the ceremonies.24 As may be expected, many of them did not understand Catholic ceremonies, nor were they particularly interested, but as one officer resignedly put it, "when you are
in Rome, do as Rome does." 25 The men were especially cour21. Henry Inman, The Old Santa Fe Trail, the Story of a Great Highway (New
York: Macmillan Co., 1897), p. 110.
22. James K. Polk, Occupation of Mexican Territory (Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1912), p. 33.
23. Meline, op. cit., p. 188.
24. Emory, op. cit., p. 42.
25. Hughes, op. cit., p. 62.
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teous to Bishop Zubiria, of Durango. He is described by
one of them as being very kind and intelligent, and manifesting a deep interest in the welfare of his people in New
Mexico. 26 On his last pastoral visitation to New Mexico in
1850, he was tendered every mark of courtesy and attention
by the civil and military authorities, and was provided with
military escorts through dangerous parts of the region. 27
This favorable attitude toward religion had its desired effect, for some of the tension and reserve of the conquered
people and clergy began to disappear. A few pastors in outlying towns traveled to Santa Fe to acknowledge the authority of the Americans and to ask protection for their
churches. 28 One of the priests even ventured to express satisfaction over the new, political situation. He is reported to
have said that Mexico would rather lose her natibnal existence and become'part of the United States than submit to
a foreign prince. 29
As regards ecclesiastical matters, the long-felt need for
a bishop in New Mexico was at long last filled in 1850 with
the appointment of Father John Baptist Lamy, of the diocese of Cincinnati, as vicar apostolic. The news of his appointment was received in Santa Fe with mixed feelings of
joy and regret. For many years the people had longed for a
prelate with authority to solve the many perplexing problems of the Church on that isolated frontier. 30 The arrival
of a bishop, they thought, was the dawn of a new day for
New Mexico. Others, however, regretted that a native son
had not been chosen for the position. Nevertheless, whatever
their personal feelings in the matter, all joined in giving
the prelate a hearty welcome. To many the appointment of
an American as the first bishop of New Mexico was of fundamental significance, for they hoped that he would revital26. John Russell Bartlett, Personal Narrative of Explorations and Incidents in
Texas, New Mexico, California, Sonora and Chihuahna during 1850-1853 (2 vols., London: George Routledge & Co., 1854), I, 146-147.
27. Ibid., p. 147. ,
28. Hughes, op. cit., p. 52.
29. Ibid., p. 146. __
30. Pino, op. cit., p. 31.
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ize the Church and aid in establishing harmonious relations
with the civil authorities.
Consecrated in Cincinnati on November 24, 1850, Lamy
arrived in Santa Fe on August 9, 1851, and civil, military,
and ecclesiastical authorities cooperated in welcoming him.
Writing to Bishop John B. Purcell, of Cincinnati, on August
14 of that year, the new ordinary of Santa Fe said:
On· last Saturday, the 9th of August, we reached Santa Fe. I
thought it probable that some of the Faithful would come forth to
meet us, but little did I expect to see several thousands in the procession! A great number of carriages were seen, and amongst them that
of the Hon. Calhoun [James S. Calhoun], Governor of the Territory,
who came out several miles at the head of the authorities, civil and
military, to meet us. Along the road a riumber of tasty triumphal
arches were erected, under which I was obliged to pass, whilst the
cannon fired a salute. I entered the Gove~nor's carriage by his special request, attended by the Vicar General [Juan Felipe Ortiz] and
Rev. Mr. Machebeuf.Sl
I

Lamy was well aware that his task would not be an easy
one. His vicariate included what is now known as New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado, and for this vast territory he
found only about ten priests, some of whom were of questionable conduct. 32 Having few priests to guide them, the
people had grown weak in their faith and morals, and superstition was so widespread that even the casual observer was
struck with the absurd practices that had found their way
into the ceremonies of the Church. 33 The clergy were often
accused of immorality and of being in some ways a force for
evil rather than for good. In a letter to the Santa Fe Weekly
Gazette, a writer in St. Louis, Missouri, eloquently pleads
with the clergy to reform their own lives so as to improve
the moral and spiritual conditions of the New Mexicans.
He said:
The clergy in New Mexico have an immensity to answer for.
If the people are immoral, it is chiefly their fault. For are they not,

in the estimation of a majority of New Mexicans, a sacred order? In
spiritual and moral matters, is not their word law? Have they not
31.
32.
33.

Catholic Telegraph and Advocate, October 11, .1851.
Prince, A Concise History of New Mexico, p. 247.
Hughes, op. cit., p. 61 ; Davis, El Gringo, p. 221.
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held in their hands the education of the people? Commanded all the
inlets and avenues to the hearts and minds of youth among them?
Engrossed, in fine, the formation of the sentiment and character of
the New Mexicans? Then, if the New Mexicans are not what they
ought to be, where-on whose shoulders-rests the blame? Again I
say, the clergy,-and I repeat it, the clergy. Ye sacred order of priests,
then, in New Mexico, I call on you-but not I alone,-New Mexico calls
on you, and the rest of the American Republic calls on you, to use
your mighty influence to raise drooping New Mexico; and let no
longer the hearts and minds of her sons and daughters .... be shrouded
in darkness and doomed to debasement.34

Upon his arrival in New Mexico Lamy took firm steps
to remedy this situation. He and his new vicar general,
Father Joseph P. Machebeuf, at once set out to visit the extensive vicariate, studying the needs of the various localities.35 Returning to Santa Fe after visiting part of his ecclesiastical territory, Lamy wrote his first pastoral letter
on Christmas, 1852. Most of the letter is concerned with
plans for moral and religious reform. After stressing the
need for schools, and soliciting the aid of the faithful in
building a convent school for girls, he enjoins upon them
the duty of obeying the Church ih spiritual matters, and
warns them against the evils of divorce. 36
But, anxious as Lamy was to raise the religious, moral
and intellectual level of his people, he could count on only
. a fe~priest~ to at<l him with his plans. This Jack of priests
was a source of much anxiety for the young vicar apostolic.
He tried-but with no success-to obtain the services of the
famous Jesuit missionary, Father Peter J. DeSmet, and of
other Spanish-speaking Jesuits in St. Louis, Missouri. He
pleads with his friend in that city, Father John Roothaan,
S. J., to send him help. In a letter of July 29, 1852, Lamy
describes his plight to Roothaan in these words:
To administer the sacraments to so many of the faithful scattered
over an immense territory, I have only a dozen priests and I do not
think I can rely even on all of these. We have in the same territory
an Indian tribe whom it would be easy to bring under the banner of
the cross if we had a number of good missionaries, men of God, who
34.
35.
36.

Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, March 26, 1853.
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would seek only the good of souls and the glory of our Divine Master.
I have had long conversations with Father De Smet at the college of
St. Louis where the Fathers have extended to me and my party the
most generous hospitality .... He [De Smet] has a particular grace
for the conversion of the Indians. Two tribes, the Comanches and
Navajos, number 10,000 together and are ready for the harvest. And
so I entreat you for God's glory and the salvation of souls, do all in
your power to send some of your Fathers to a field where the harvest
is already ripe, but is being lost for lack of workers.37

Lamy was to wait many years before he could obtain Jesuits
for his missions. On August 15, 1867, the first band of Jesuit
missionaries arrived in Santa Fe from Naples, Italy. 38
Lamy was also confronted with problems of discipline
among his clergy. Some, still resentful of a foreign bishop
in their midst, and perhaps themselves guilty of the abuses
he was trying to correct, loudly voiced their dislike for the
prelate. 39 On July 29, 1853, New Mexico was created a diocese, with Lamy as the first bishop. This news caused consternation among a few priests, for they realized that Lamy,
a French-born priest, would be their permanent superior.
Two of these clergymen, Benigno Cardenas and Manuel
Gallegos, apostatized. Cardenas became a Protestant minister and from that time tormented Bishop Lamy with his ,
anti-Catholic tirades in front of the cathedral. 40 Such was
the scandal given that even the local paper, edited by nonCatholics, started a veritable campaign to silence the recalcitrant priests. On one occasion the editor commented:
Padre Cardenas has changed his religion, but the change has
neither been a gain to Protestantism nor a loss to Catholicism. The
same remark will be applicable to padre Gallegos whenever he is
ready to publish to the world his conversion to Protestantism as padre
Cardenas has done.41

In 1856 another disgruntled priest, Antonio Jose Martinez,
37. Lamy to Roothaan, quoted by Gilbert J. Garraghan, The Jesuits of the Middle United States ( 3 vols., New York: America Press, 1938), II, 490.
38. Giuseppe M. Sorrentino, Dalla Montagne Rocciose al Rio Bravo: Brevi appunti
storici circa la missione gesuitica del Nuovo Messico e Colorado. negli Stati Uniti di
America (Naples: Casa Editrice Federico & Ardia, n. d.), p. 19.
39. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, August 27, 1853.
40. Santa Fe Weekly Gazette, December 3, 1853.
41. Ibid., September 3, 1853.
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of Taos, was forced to resign his pastorate. 42 Thus Lamy
was gradually clearing the atmosphere for the fine apostolic
work he was destined to do during the next thirty years. No
sooner were parishes vacant than an excellent group of
priests, especially from France, assumed the pastorates. The
Sisters of Loretto and the Christian Brothers were brought:
into the diocese by Lamy, as we have seen, 43 proving of immense value in educating the youth of the Territory. All thi~
resulted in an imp.rovement of the moral and spiritual lifP
of the people. He neglected no one. The Indians, the Mexicans and the Anglo-Americans soon had capable priests
ministering to them. When the gold rush in Colorado created
a demand for priests, Lamy sent one to Denver. Arizona
also claimed his attention, and occasionally a missionary was
sent from Santa Fe to minister to the needs of the people,
especially in Tucson. All this he accomplished at no little
sacrifice to himself, and often at the risk of making enemies.
Needing funds to build schools and repair churches and
for other religious enterprises, his methods of collecting the
tithes from the people occasionally became the target of
severe criticism. On one occasion, for instance, a writer in
the Weekly Gazette roundly took him to task for using the
civil courts to compel the Catholics of one locality to pay
their tithes. Among o~her thin&:s the_ article st_!:tted that
There is something deadly 'rotten in Rome' when the terrible engine
of the civil law is required to bring defaulting catholics [sic] to the
'scratch,' and compel them through the medium of an alcalde's court,
to pay the just and righteous tythes [sic] of Holy Mother Church. This
state of things actually exists, as every justice court in the county,
and I presume in the whole Rio Abajo, can testify.44

Civil officials and visitors took notice of the improvement
which had taken place in a few years. Even the Indian pueblos, so long neglected, responded to the zeal of Lamy, for as
one government official wrote in 1864:
The Pueblos are all nominally Roman Catholics, and, as far as
can be discerned, appear to be sincere and earnestly devoted to the
42.
43.
44.
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rites of that church. Each town has its own church edifice, which is
held in high respect. The people esteem and obey their priests. They
generally marry, baptize, and bury according to the rules of that
sect. The holy days are generally attended to.45

An observer in 1866 remarked that, as regards the clergy, a
great improvement had taken place. Lamy, he said, had
found a degraded clergy in 1851, but " .... matters are
changed since then. These irregularities have disappeared,
and the New Mexicans now have a learned, pious, laborious and edifying priesthood, mostly missionaries from
France." 46 The picture of the Angelus hour in Santa Fe, the
"City of the Holy Faith," was, in the eighteen sixties, reminiscent of the early days of the New Mexico missions. It
reflects the improved religious devotion of the people. A
writer describes that moment in these words:
All conversation is instantly suspended-all labor ceases-people
of all classes, whether on foot or on horseback, make a sudden halt
-even the laden porter, groaning under the weight of an insupportable burden, stops in the midst of his career and stands still. An almost
breathless silence reigns throughout the town, disturbed only by the
occasional sibilations of the devout multitude; all of which, accompanied by the slow peals of a large and sonorous bell, affords a
scene truly solemn and appropriate. At the expiration of about two
minutes, the charm is suddenly broken by the clatter of livelier-toned
bells, and a buenas tardes to those present-again the colloquial chitchat is resumed-the smith plies upon his anvil with redoubled energy
-the click of the hammer simultaneously resounds in every direction
-the wayfarers are again in motion-both pleasure and business, in
short, assume their respective sway.47

To characterize the political scene of New Mexico as
muddled would be to underestimate the true state of affairs.
Politically, New .Mexico had not benefited under Mexican
rule, and it was too early to foresee any benefits from the
American form of government. Little had been done for the
people in the first five years of American rule, and political
corruption made the people distrustful of the Americans.
Politics were not yet on a sure footing, and despite the sin45. John Ward, in the Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1861,•
.Quoted by W. F. M. Arny, Interesting Items Regarding New Mexico, p. 35.
46. Meline, op. cit., pp. 189-190.
47. Twitchell, Leading Facts of New Mexican History, II, 164-165.
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cere efforts of some, it was difficult to maintain harmony in
the midst of strange currents of political thought. It was
truly a transitional period, and discerning politicians tried
to take advantage of the opportunity to promote their own
rather than the Territory's welfare. There was continual
strife between the civil and the military government, neither
of which apparently knew the exact limits of its jurisdiction. The army was ineffectual in checking Indian raids, 48
and to make matters worse; Congress was toying with the
idea of moving into New Mexico all the Indians from California and Utah. 49 There was corruption in the territorial
government, and still more in town and county politics. The
disgust of the people in one town was manifested in a newspaper advertisement. It read:
HANDSOME REWARD
One blanket, two strings of pepper, one almo of beans, one pint of
whiskey, and one roll of tobacco-this will be given to any person that
will present a more partial alcalde than we have in Las Vegas, or in
other words a bigger fool.50
·

It was not a rare occurrence for a governor to rule in absentia; at least on one occasion, the entire territorial government left New Mexico, leaving an outraged population
to manage affairs as best they could. 51
Althougb. Lamy:'s _relations --with the--civil government·
were for the most part amicable, it was to be expected that
in such an atmosphere friction between Church and State
would be inevitable. On such occasions Lamy was a staunch
defender of the rights of the Church. Any infringements upon his jurisdiction were bound to draw strong protests from
him. One of his first serious clashes came with Judge Grafton Baker, who had confiscated the military chapel, La Castrense, for his courthouse. This building belonged to the
diocese and Lamy claimed it, stating that it was a consecrated building and was not to be used for holding court.
48.
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Baker publicly announced that he would not relinquish the
property and that he was ready to hang the bishop and his
vicar general from the same gibbet. 52 When this spread
through town, Catholics and Protestants mobbed the judge
and forced him to apologize to Lamy and to return the
chapel to its rightful owner. 53 There were also a few instances in which local politicians tried to interfere in the
appointment of pastors. This also Lamy firmly resisted. 54
Thus, slowly but inexorably the hand of the Church was
felt in New Mexico in those days, molding the morals of a
new generation of Anglo- and Spanish Americans. Its influence for good was well recognized. To Lamy, more than
to any other single man, belongs the credit for having elevated the moral and religious standards in New Mexico during its critical period of transition, and for having facilitated the arduous task of establishing the American form
of government in that newly-conquered Territory.
52. Twitchell, op. cit., II, 330.
53. Poldervaart, op. cit., XXII (April, 1947), 112-113.
54. Twitchell, Military Occupation of New Meo:ico, pp. 176-179; Congressional
Globe ( 4pp.), 32 Cong., 1 Sess., March 15, 1852, pp. 326 ff.

